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Abstract
Life-long reading has positive effects on our lives and health. This study examines the
ways in which adult library patrons read today. Using circulation statistics from four public
libraries in the north suburbs of Chicago, Illinois, we explore the differences in reader
preferences between traditional print reading (print book checkouts) and e-reading (eBook
downloads). This data analysis provides insights on adult patrons’ use of public libraries today
(i.e. the most likely genre to be checked out are fiction and the preferred reading method is print).
This paper also offers some practical suggestion on libraries’ collection development, as well as
readers’ engagement and retention as they relate to technological advancements on book format.
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Introduction
The Good Life, or more specifically, how one lives the Good Life is an age-old topic that
has been debated for centuries by some of the greatest thinkers of Western Civilization. From
philosophers and psychologists to teachers and writers, this topic has ignited a desire to find an
adequate answer to one of humanity’s most important, albeit complicated questions: How do you
find your Good Life? In The Republic, Plato examines the soul to determine what makes a
virtuous person and provides us with insight on the foundation of a good life. Plato’s tripartite
theory of the soul presents that intellect is the part of the soul that is hungry for truth and
knowledge; it is the great seeker of learning (Bloom, 1968). Therefore, life-long reading is one
of the best ways for us to gain new knowledge and also has positive effects on our lives.
In a study conducted at the University of Sussex, psychologists found that reading
reduced stress levels by 68%. Psychologists organizing this research attributed stress reduction to
the concentration reading requires and the journey that a good book takes us on (Chiles, 2009). A
group of scientists carried out two studies within three years of one another to measure the
effects that fiction has on its readers. Results showed that people who frequently read fiction are
able to better understand and empathize with others (Mar, Oatley & Peterson, 2009). More
recently, Berns et al (2013) noted that novel reading generates short and long-term positive
effects on our brain functions. One conclusion drawn from these studies is that a major benefit of
reading short and long fiction is its innate ability to introduce us to different personalities
(characters) and different worldviews (perspectives).
The positive impact that reading has on our lives is infinite and crucial throughout the
lifespan. Today’s book readers have the benefit of selecting from traditional print reading or
digital e-reading, which leaves many interesting topics for us to explore.
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Research Questions
We argued that reading is the foundation of a good life and examined reading patterns
and preferences among library patrons as it relates to format. By analyzing print book and eBook
circulation statistics of public libraries, we were able to explore library trends and usage to better
understand reader engagement, reader preferences, and reading habits. The research questions of
our study are：
1. How do patrons use their libraries today?

2. What medium is more popular among adults (print vs. digital)?

3. What is the preferred genre (fiction vs. nonfiction) among these patrons?
4. How does user activity change over the course of one year?

Related Studies
Many studies have examined relationships between print and digital reading preferences.
For example, a study conducted at Duke University focused on analyzing the usage of eBooks
and print books among the university community (Littman & Connaway, 2004). This study
found that “eBooks received 11% more use than comparable print books” (260). The circulation
analysis conducted at Duke University focused on an academic library, while our study
investigates public libraries and their patrons. It is also important to note that the circulation
statistics in our study consist of fiction and nonfiction titles, which falls in the category of
recreational reading, reading for pleasure, and popular titles compared to the academic literature
examined in the Duke University study.
McKay (2016) analyzed borrowing patterns among library patrons, which examined the
differences in browsing a library’s catalog within the physical space of the library compared to
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browsing the library’s catalog online. Results showed that library patrons checked out multiple
titles while browsing in the physical space of the library. In contrast, patrons tended to check out
one title when browsing the online catalog. Similar to the Duke University study, this analysis
was also conducted with academic library data from Swinburne University of Technology.
Some studies utilized circulation statistics in order to make informed decisions on
collection development. For example, in a research conducted by Adams and Noel (2008),
circulation statistics of books were used to analyze and evaluate the collection development
policies at Swain Hall Library at Indiana University (i.e. measuring usage of titles and
publishers).
Nixon and Saunders (2010) analyzed circulation statistics at Purdue University library
and found books purchased as a result of interlibrary loan requests were more popular than books
acquired through standard collection development processes. Ujiie and Krashen (2006)
conducted a circulation analysis in public libraries and found that award-winning/prize-winning
children’s books did not experience an increase in circulation.
According to a report published by the Pew Research Center on book reading and reader
format preferences in the United States, print books are still the preferred method of reading
while e-reading and eBooks (audio books) are on the rise (Perrin, 2016). However, this report
neither discusses the preferred genres among readers nor the changing of reading habits based on
the non-obtrusive data from public libraries, which leave some knowledge gaps to be filled.
Our study presents a circulation analysis of four public libraries using circulation
statistics of print books and eBooks in adult fiction and nonfiction collections. This allows us to
analyze and evaluate usage and reading behaviors of adult patrons for leisure and pleasure,
which are inalienable parts of their good lives.
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Data Collection
Our study analyzes data in the form of library circulation statistics provided by four north
suburban public libraries in Chicago, Illinois to examine the reading habits of library patrons in
two specific genres: adult fiction and adult nonfiction. The obtained data encompass these two
genres in the medium of print books and eBooks throughout 2015.
The target libraries include Wilmette Public Library, Lake Bluff Public Library,
Deerfield Public Library and Highland Park Public Library. The four libraries serve communities
with very similar demographics and socioeconomic status as seen in Table I below. The libraries
provided month-by-month circulation statistics, allowing us to examine how checkout and
download activity changes throughout the course of one year. Additionally, the four public
libraries provided data on and their total holdings of eBook collection and print collection (Table
II). This gives us an understanding of the total offerings available to the patrons they serve.
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Table I. 2015 Demographics from 2010 Census data for n=4 North Suburban towns or villages
Population (2015 estimate)
Age
% under 5 years
% under 18 years
% 65 years and older
Sex (female)
Race
White
Black
Hispanic
American Indian or Alaskan Native
Asian
Multiracial
Education
High school graduate or higher (age 25+)
Bachelor's degree or higher (age 25+)
Median Household Income (in 2014 dollars)
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Deerfield

Highland Park

Lake Bluff

Wilmette

19,019
%

29,743
%

5,674
%

27,413
%

5.7
30
14.3
51

5.3
25.9
19.3
51.6

4.6
29.3
14.7
51.9

5.4
29.4
16.8
52

94
0.5
2.8
0.1
3.6
1

91
1.8
7.3
0.2
2.9
1.5

92
0.6
1.9
0.1
5.5
1.3

85.5
0.8
3.3
0.1
10.8
2.1

97.9
75.2
$

96.2
69.5
$

99.8
79.9
$

98.8
81.1
$

135,754

115,382

133,179

126,471

Both print and eBook statistics provided by the library staff focused on titles owned
exclusively by each library and did not include shared, consortium titles that can be checked out
by users at other libraries. The four libraries also provided the total number of active library
cards in 2015 to give an understanding of their patron population. It is important to note that
Lake Bluff’s Public Library serves the least number of patrons and is a smaller community than
Highland Park, Deerfield, and Wilmette. However, the number of collection per patron (active
card holder) of the Lake Bluff Public Library was the highest (18.85), followed by the libraries
of Wilmette (10.53), Highland Park (9.85) and Deerfield (2.64).
Table II. 2015 Total Library Collection and Patron Data
Deerfield Public
Library

Highland Park
Public Library

Lake Bluff
Public
Library

Wilmette
Public Library

2015 Patronage
(Active Library Cards)

20,513

22,380

3,904

14,696

2015 Total Holdings

54,227

220,526

73,628

154,845

2015 Print Collection

52,758

189,202

39,704

2015 eBook Collection

2,901

31,324

17,944

134,139
20,706

The four libraries’ circulation statistics included the adult print book checkouts and adult
eBook download numbers in 2015. By analyzing these data, we explored the reading habits of
this subset of adult library patrons to draw conclusions about preferred reading methods and user
behavior. Additionally, we obtained statistics of month-by-month checkouts and downloads from
libraries that were able to provide them, which allowed us to see how user activity varies
throughout a single year. This provides valuable insights for the public library in the areas of
programs and services offered to improve patron engagement.
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Results
Circulation statistics for the four libraries during the year 2015 are provided in Table III
below. This includes the total number of books checked out per library for each genre (fiction or
nonfiction) and medium (print or eBook) as well as the combined total for all four libraries.
Across libraries, the total circulation statistics indicate the most likely genre to be checked out
was fiction and the preferred reading method was print.
Individually, Wilmette, Deerfield and Lake Bluff libraries all showed that print fiction
was the preferred genre and medium. Highland Park is the exception; its library patrons checked
out more print adult nonfiction than any other genre and medium. In addition, eBook adult
fiction was consistently preferred over eBook adult nonfiction across all four libraries.

The total circulation statistics show that these library patrons were consistently selecting
print books over eBooks. In fact, 91% of all the books checked out in 2015 in these four libraries
were in the format of print. Figure 1 below illustrates that print was the preferred medium in both
adult fiction and adult nonfiction across these four libraries in 2015.
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Figure 1: Percentage of fiction and non-fiction checkouts by medium
The means and standard deviations of the circulation statistics across all four libraries are
displayed in Table IV. This shows that print adult fiction and print adult nonfiction were checked
out similarly across all four libraries. However, this data should be interpreted with caution
because Lake Bluff Public Library is a smaller library serving a smaller population relative to the
other public libraries sampled. The standard deviations for print fiction and print nonfiction
indicate that there was a wider range of print checkouts across the four libraries. In contrast, the
standard deviations for eBook downloads in fiction and nonfiction were more consistent within
these four libraries.
Table IV. Means and Standard Deviations For All Libraries

Print Adult Fiction
Print Adult Nonfiction
eBook Adult Fiction
eBook Adult Nonfiction

Mean

Standard
Deviation

57563.50
52702.75
9726.00
1185.00

36112.83
40005.17
8156.25
448.47

We obtained month-by-month checkouts and downloads in 2015 to explore borrowing
patterns over the course of a single year. By reviewing monthly checkouts and downloads, we
9

found that user activity increases during certain times of the year. The column charts below for
Wilmette, Deerfield, Lake Bluff, and Highland Park Public Libraries illustrate an increase in
checkouts and downloads primarily for print adult fiction during specific months. There appears
to be consistency in checkout activity in the summer months (June, July, August) and in the
months of March and December.
The chart for Highland Park also illustrates a trend in reading print nonfiction for library
patrons. It appears that print nonfiction is the more consistently preferred genre and medium
among Highland Park library patrons.

Wilmette Public Library
Monthly Circulation Statistics
10000
9000
8000
7000
6000
5000
4000
3000
2000
1000
0

Print Adult Fiction
Print Adult Nonfiction
eBook Adult Fiction
eBook Adult Nonfiction

Figure 2: Wilmette Public Library Monthly Circulation Statistics
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Figure 3: Deerfield Public Library Monthly Circulation Statistics
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Figure 4: Lake Bluff Public Library Monthly Circulation Statistics
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Highland Park Public Library
Monthly Circulation Statistics
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*eBook monthly circ stats
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Figure 5: Highland Park Public Library Monthly Circulation Statistics
We examined relationships between study variables to identify any patterns in checkout
behavior. A marginally significant positive correlation emerged between adult print fiction and
adult print nonfiction checkout totals (r = .91, p < .10). This indicates that readers of print fiction
also prefer reading print nonfiction. In contrast, there is no correlation between fiction and
nonfiction downloads for eBook format (see Table V).
Table V. Correlations Among Study Variables
1
2
1
1 Library
0.55 1
2 Print Adult Fiction
0.84 0.91a
3 Print Adult Nonfiction
4
5
a

eBook Adult Fiction
eBook Adult Nonfiction

0.54
0.09

0.28
0.23

3

4

5

1
0.86

1

1
0.52
0.28

Correlation is marginally significant, p < .10
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Discussion
When examining the monthly circulation statistics, it is interesting to note the pattern of
checkout and download behavior across all four libraries. We can infer that this group of library
patrons tends to read more during the summer months and the holiday season. We believe that
this correlates to the leisure and travel time associated with summer and holiday vacations. The
charts also show an increase in checkout activity in the month of March. We believe this
possibly corresponds to Spring Break from schools and universities.
The marginally significant positive correlation between print fiction and print nonfiction
implies that there is a relationship between reading fiction and reading nonfiction. In contrast,
eBook readers tend to stay within the fiction genre. This correlation is consistent with findings
from a study conducted in 2016 that focused on the impact of book format on borrowing
patterns. It was reported that library patrons checked out print books in “clusters of one or more
books [whereas] eBooks were ‘borrowed’ alone’”(McKay, 60). This is consistent with the
correlation from our study and provides an insight into the effects that browsing for a book in the
physical space of a library has compared to searching for a title through an online catalogue.
The circulation statistics show that eBook fiction is consistently downloaded more than
eBook nonfiction across libraries. It is plausible that eBook readers tend to select fiction over
nonfiction given the style of writing associated with genre fiction. Patrons may prefer to select
print format when approaching a denser, fact-based nonfiction book compared to a “page-turner”
mystery, fantasy, or romance novel.
The library patrons in this study are mostly white, highly educated, middle to upper class
citizens. That print reading is the preferred method may highlight several different components
of reader preference. An implication made from this analysis is that regardless of age and income
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level, patrons checking out adult fiction and/or nonfiction prefer reading their books in print. One
might assume the exact opposite given the expense associated with e-reading devices compared
to the relatively cheap practice of reading print (e.g. no device necessary). It is plausible that
north suburban library patrons are more likely to own e-reading devices than library patrons in
low-income areas. However, regardless of the availability of e-reading devices, this group of
library patrons prefers to read books on paper rather than on e-reading devices.
The fact that fiction is more popular than nonfiction is significant as it relates to the
cognitive and developmental benefits associated with reading. To further illustrate the
relationship between reading and empathy, studies also indicate that reading books, specifically
literary fiction, improves Theory of Mind (ToM). ToM is the ability for individuals to relate to
the beliefs, perspectives, and desires of others. Reading literary fiction can positively impact
social interactions by making us more empathetic to others. Findings from a ToM study indicate
that reading literary fiction has the capacity to influence ToM because it allows readers to
experience empathy through character development and perspective-taking (Kidd & Castano,
2013). When readers enter the world of fiction (especially literary fiction), they are drawn into a
world of unique characters and are introduced to different perspectives. A core function of
fiction is personal connection. Our greatest literary works create connections between readers
and authors and the characters and circumstances presented on the page (or screen).
The habit and practice of reading is beneficial in and of itself, regardless of genre. To
contextualize the practice of reading in Plato’s The Republic, reading fiction serves to enhance
his theory of the soul. Fiction has the ability to activate our logic (intellect), our spirit (emotions),
and even in some cases, our desires. Through reading, individuals have the ability to lead the
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good life by not only gaining knowledge and experiencing empathy, but also through gaining a
better understanding of humanity and worldviews.
An interesting observation related to print reading preferences can be linked to cognitive
research and the effects that reading in print has on our ability to experience deep reading and
memory recall. In his book, The Shallows, Nicholas Carr explains that readers who read in print
are more likely to obtain and recall information over digital readers (Carr, 2011). A major reason
for this is that our e-reading devices are complex, multi-faceted machines that have a tendency to
distract us from the physical act of reading. Carr explains that there is power in the simplicity of
a printed book, stating “Words stamped on a page in black ink are easier to read than words
formed of pixels on a backlit screen” (Carr, 100). Given the demographics associated with these
patrons (i.e. age, educational background, income, etc.) it is possible that they understand the
cognitive benefits associated with reading text in print over text on screens and therefore, prefer
to check out their books in print when visiting their public library.

Limitations of this Study
Some limitations might contribute to the popularity of print books over eBooks in this
report. First, all four libraries placed checkout restrictions on eBook collections, which do not
exist on the print ones. Due to licensing agreements, patrons are more limited in duration of
checkout time (e.g. how long they have to read an eBook). Each participating library provided
their checkout policies. These checkout policies showed that eBook titles can be held for a
maximum of three weeks whereas print books had a much wider range of checkout time,
allowing patrons to hold a single title for up to six weeks in some cases. In addition, policies
show that library patrons are significantly limited in the number of eBook titles that can be
checked out at once when compared to the vast number of print books a single patron can
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checkout1. These library patrons appear to prefer the unlimited number of print book checkouts
over the average limit of five eBook downloads per patron. The limitations on duration of
checkout and checkout limit per patron appear to make print a more viable and attractive
medium for the average library user.
Another limitation is the relative newness of eBooks and digital reading technology
compared to print books and traditional reading. The four public libraries sampled in this study
have been collecting print books since their inceptions. The result is that print book offerings far
exceed their eBook counterparts (see Table II), thereby limiting the books available to download.
This might also explain the popularity of the printed books in the present study. Lastly, the
public libraries were not able to offer us a detailed breakdown of their print book and eBook
collections in fiction and non-fiction genres, which limited further analysis.
Despite these limitations, our study provides an initial glimpse at the reading habits of
public library patrons in the north suburbs of Chicago, Illinois. It shows how print and digital
formats facilitate the reading of fiction and nonfiction among patrons selecting titles from the
adult book collections at these libraries.

Conclusions and Future Directions
Across all four public libraries, we clearly see that print is the preferred format for
reading both adult fiction and adult nonfiction. Additionally, fiction is consistently more popular
than nonfiction among the library patrons being studied. The benefits of this study include an indepth look at how patrons use their libraries today, which could help these suburban public
libraries improve their collection development policies.

1

The number of print book checkouts per library patron was unlimited at all public libraries except Highland Park
Public Library where the limit was 150 print books per patron.
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The present research yields some useful information for libraries and we suggest that
libraries conduct these types of analyses on an annual basis to gain a better understanding of the
habits and preferences of the populations they serve and to make informed decisions regarding
collection development as well as patron engagement.
At the time of data collection, we were told by library staff that it was somewhat difficult
to obtain eBook circulation statistics. The difficulty was attributed to time and process. In
contrast, the libraries were able to easily provide print book circulation statistics. Future work
will involve exploring and implementing a more effective process to collect and track eBook
downloads. This would be beneficial to the development of eBook collections as it provides
insight into e-reading activity and preferences.
It is important to note that the present study only focuses on a small group of libraries
with similar demographics. In order to truly make general assumptions on the reading
preferences and habits of today’s library patrons, it would be beneficial to expand this study to
include other libraries throughout the Chicagoland area. For example, analyzing circulation
statistics of Chicago Public Libraries would allow us to compare and contrast user preferences
and behaviors among different urban and suburban library patrons, focusing on a broader
representation of socioeconomic status and ethnicity. In the meantime, survey should also be
included to study the impacts of demographics on reading behaviors. These future directions will
benefit the development of all public libraries.
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